To date, the alliance between Tokyo, Berlin, and Rome has been interpreted primarily as an alliance between nation-states and has therefore been studied using bi-national approaches. However, this article argues that the strength and globality of the Axis becomes comprehensible if we understand it first and foremost as an alliance between empires. By discussing the interwar years from the viewpoint of trans-imperial cooperation and competition, we discover an imperial nexus. The history, characteristics, diversity, and consequences of this imperial nexus are shown in three parts. The first describes how the nexus helped to bring the distantly located partners together. This occurred against the backdrop of what they called proletarian imperialism, which turned out to be a kind of post-colonial imperialism. The second part analyses how the imperial nexus led others, such as Great Britain, to believe in the existence and strength of a global Axis. In this context, the anti-colonial tendencies put forth mostly by the Japanese turned out to be dangerous. The last part shows how and why the imperial Axis remained intact during the war. Considered from the standpoint of an imperial nexus, the familiar reading of the alliance as well as of the world war shifts. First, Japan and Italy play more important roles than often assumed, while the primacy of Germany is relativized. Second, the chronologies change in relation to the genesis of the Axis and thus the origins of the Second World War. These origins are more strongly associated with non-European world regions and 'colonial peripheries', particularly with China and Ethiopia. Third, the issue of ideological similarities and thus of fascism once again becomes a key focus. Fourth and finally, the Axis appears far more diverse and also stronger than previously understood.
The Axis was a global alliance, and as such it was supposed to be part of a global history of the twentieth century. But after the Second World War ended, historiography never saw it that way. A characteristic of the literature about the German-Japanese-Italian relationship during the 1930s and early 1940s is its consistently negative assessment of the quality of this alliance. What we have been presented with over the years is a history full of failures, animosities, and treason. What we have forgotten is that it was the combination, collusion, and coordination of the three powers that shattered the world and brought down its existing order. What we are thereby left with is a history of the Second World War in which the world has been left out.
Scholarship has approached the Axis by means of bi-national analyses, mainly by examining the history of German-Italian or German-Japanese relationships, whereas the Japanese-Italian connection has hardly been studied. 1 To date, not one monograph has been published that discusses the alliance from the perspective of all three powers involved. But the Axis was a trilateral liaison, and it was this 'trinity' from which the alliance derived its strength as well as its global scope. Furthermore, the bi-national approaches to the history of the Axis cause a second bias: the alliance between Tokyo, Berlin, and Rome has primarily been interpreted as an alliance between nation-states. In contrast, this article will argue that the strength and globality of the Axis becomes comprehensible if we understand it first and foremost as an alliance between empires. By discussing the interwar years from the viewpoint of trans-imperial cooperation and competition, we discover an imperial nexus, which conjoined and strengthened the Axis. This nexus is evident in an episode that took place on 18 August 1935 in Germany: that evening, the autobahn seemed 'majestic', if also deserted, to the elite of the Third Reich who found themselves on a 'drive through the night'.
2 Following two days full of meetings and an inspection in Nuremberg and Munich, they were indeed exhausted but happy. Everything at home was in order. Enamoured with visions of grandeur, they were now ready to direct their attention outwards, where it was becoming apparent that a very promising future was awaiting Germany: during the course of the day, they had received word that the negotiations in Paris between Italy, France, and Great Britain on solving the Italian-Abyssinian conflict had been abruptly ended with no results. Hitler's reaction to this was to deliver one of his monologues, in which he presented an 'outline of his foreign-policy plans', described by Joseph Goebbels in his diary:
Now the war in Abyssinia will become unavoidable. The Führer is very pleased. … Colonies to a limited degree. Instead, expansion eastward. The Baltic belongs to us. … The conflicts Italy-Abyssinia-England, then Japan-Russia are at the doorstep. That is, in a few years perhaps. Then our great historical hour will come. We must be prepared. A grandiose prospect. We are all deeply moved. 3 For a long time, conventional diplomatic and political history has considered imperialism as a means of opportunistic foreign policy. 4 But there was always more to it than mere opportunism. In the interwar years, realpolitik was greatly intertwined with ideological considerations. This symbiosis was symbolized by the autobahn over which the Nazi elite travelled that night. It might have served as a job creation project or as infrastructure. However, it meant a great deal more to them. As a symbol of a nation reborn and also of the regime's stake in modernization, it became the ideologically overblown emblem of a fascist revolution. The same can be said about fascist imperialism. As Hitler's monologue shows, the conflict in Africa opened a window of opportunity for him in mid 1935 that directly linked realpolitik with the eastward expansion; the latter, in turn, undoubtedly made up the core of National Socialist ideology. Thus, seen from the imperial nexus of the Axis, a phenomenon manifests itself that can be described as the 'geopolitical-ideological conception of the international system'. 5 This article argues that the imperial nexus not only brought the Axis powers together but also bound ideology (fascism) to geopolitical aims (imperialism). By proclaiming the 'Rome-Berlin Axis' around which 'Europe would rotate in the future' on Sunday, 1 November 1936, in the cathedral square in Milan, Mussolini caused much confusion. 6 The world was puzzled. On the heels of the announcement of the Rome-Berlin
Axis came that of the Japanese-German Anti-Comintern Pact at the end of the month. In the context of the escalating Spanish Civil War, it appeared to contemporaries only to be a matter of time before the next world war broke out. 7 By the time that Italy joined the Anti-Comintern Pact a year later, it was evident that the three powers, which had long been gravitating towards each other, had finally found one another. However, by using the term 'Axis', Mussolini also caused a great deal of long-term confusion. For Europe, the image created may have been quite fitting, since Rome and Berlin lie nearly on the same longitude, and for a few years it did indeed appear as if the two countries forced the rest of Europe to rotate around them. But it proved more difficult to create a term for the inclusion of East Asia. In Europe today, the word 'Axis' 8 Here, I use this idea of a globally allied and operating Axis, which was from its beginning three-dimensional.
In the post-war period, the term 'Axis' may have been used differently, but there was a general tendency to write off the alliance between Japan, Germany, and Italy. The Axis was characterized as a 'spineless alliance', a 'powerless, international grimace', a 'bogus alliance', a 'paper tiger', and a 'hollow alliance'. 9 This negative view of the Axis's quality as an alliance remains intact to the present day. 10 Recently, the Axis was described as a 'sandcastle'. 11 In the Definitive encyclopedia and document collection of the Second World War, there is not even an entry for Axis. 12 Thus, the conventional reading is that the three nations entered into an alliance, which, on a political, military, and economic level, never really existed as such. On a quite different level, however, the importance of the imperial dimension, and of colonial ambitions, with regard to Germany, Japan, and Italy has been established in recent years through a series of majors works. 13 At the same time, the neglect of empire in the history of interwar Europe and the origins of the Second World War is increasingly criticized. However, this interconnection existed from the start in a twofold sense. In Japan, public interest in European fascism skyrocketed in the wake of the 'Manchurian Crisis'. 19 The country experienced an outright fascism boom: 'No topic is more popularly and more heatedly discussed in Japanese periodicals today than is fascism', an article claimed in early 1932. 20 For many in Japan the 'Manchurian Incident' was a proof of the existence of an authentically Japanese form of fascism, imperialistic from its beginnings.
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The dynamics resulting from imperial expansion and domestic revolts that the Japanese empire exhibited in the years 1931-33 impressed Japan's future Axis partners, even though not all reactions were initially positive. 22 dynamism' with respect, and even with a dose of envy. 24 As it became evident that the effects of Manchukuo as a 'total empire' were not confined to East Asia, the mutual interest grew and the distances shrank. The events of 1931 in Asia were what first forced the fascist regime in Italy to broaden its horizon and look eastwards. The Duce noted that 'The din of the cannons in Manchuria can be heard with singular immediacy also in Europe. They seem to be strangely close.'
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In light of the apparent decline of British imperialism, admiration for Japan's aggressive actions and successes resonated in revisionists' minds all over Europe. In this sense, it was the Manchurian project that revealed the similarities and parallelisms of the imperial dreams shared by the future Axis partners. That new ways of dealing with imperial expansion had been opened up was something that the Germans also understood. The Zeitschrift für Geopolitik, for example, argued in 1934 that 'the pan-Asianist idea' had imparted 'a new boost to imperialism under Japan's leadership'. 26 The world appeared to have turned on its head, and this was certainly not to Germany's disadvantage, as this widely read journal for geopolitics explained:
The Great Powers of Europe (and America) are no longer the masters of decision making in the Far East and thus on the globe; on the contrary, they want to learn from their former pupil Japan in order to prevail in the struggle for their people to survive. … Already every fourth human today is a member of the yellow race, in a few decades every third earthly inhabitant will be. If this race is then under the strong leadership of Japan, then the powers that think they can create a new worldview in Versailles should watch out that their world is not reduced to an insignificant sideshow when it is decided in the Far East who rules the globe.
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In this sense, Japan's establishment of Manchukuo had many lessons to offer: on the one hand, how to survive as a nation by building an empire; on the other, how to deal with other great powers. Thus, from the early 1930s onwards, Japan appeared to many in Germany to be less a guarantor or profiteer of the Versailles order than a nation that had overcome the Washington order. Seen from this point of view, the 'yellow peril' was not Germany's concern, though it was for the other Western powers who still held colonies in Asia. In this context, discourses on the yellow peril started to be suppressed by the censors and disappeared little by little in the German and Italian press. 28
Moreover, around 1933 Germany, at least, was primarily preoccupied with itself.
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Measured against all international standards, the new power holders in Berlin were terribly provincial when it came to global geopolitical contexts. Comments on developments in the Far East were therefore few and far between during this period. Now, as a result of the annexation of Manchuria, Japan was even better equipped to stab the Soviet Union in the back, a fact that entailed quite promising options for the future with regard to the geopolitical pursuits of the German dictator. For their part, the Italians were primarily interested in weakening the British empire. But the result was the same: as with the Germans, geopolitical considerations prompted them to follow Japan's imperial experiment with great interest. The future allies were particularly impressed by Japan's industrialization programmes, and by its policy of economic self-sufficiency, as implemented in Manchuria. Against this background, contemporaries in Italy and Germany frequently emphasized the kinship between the Axis empires on an ideological level. For example, on the eve of the war in Europe, the party magazine of Italian fascism, Gerarchia, noted: 'Japanese imperialism … has a mystical, belligerent and proletarian character, which is in many respects only comparable with the unique proletarian imperialism of Mussolini's Italy that is itself one of the most original historical phenomena of the twentieth century.'
35 Indeed, the idea of proletarian imperialism was rooted in the idea of a 'proletarian nation'. In Italy, the least of the Great Powers, this idea had been circulating as far back as the period before the First World War. Mussolini had seized on it in his speech at the founding of the first fascio in the spring of 1919. 36 However, by then this idea was not as original as was later proclaimed: it came up at the same time in Japan as well.
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In light of all this, many in Japan, Italy, and Germany subsequently believed that it was necessary to have recourse to imperial expansion in order to save their proletarian nation. Thus, the 'belligerent and proletarian imperialism' praised by Gerarchia does indeed appear to have been a distinctive and genuine contribution made by the Axis empires; it was an attempt to elevate class struggle to an international level, and thus to overcome class differences and tensions at home. The concept of proletarian empire was highly ambivalent and conflict-laden but it also provided ways to smooth over some contradictory tendencies in the concepts of fascism, imperialism, nationalism, and capitalism. Thus, in mid 1933, many Japanese communists renounced Marxist internationalism and became, in an ironic twist, national socialists. In their 'Apostasy declaration' (tenkō seimeibun) they claimed: 'Also, under today's international conditions, if Japanese were to fight the United States, that war could turn from both countries' war of imperialism into Japan's war of national liberation. Furthermore, a world war fought in the Pacific could turn into a war of liberation for the proletariats of underdeveloped Asian nations from the oppression of Western capitalism.' 38 Thus, ideas of a more benevolent imperialism that would enable national liberation and self-determination not only for Japan but for all of Asia, combined with pan-Asianist ideas and new kinds of imperial projects, emerged, which were as ambivalent as they were contradictory. This makes them hard to describe: scholarship on Manchukuo has referred to an 'imperialism after imperialism' or an 'imperialism of free nations'. 39 However, seen from the perspective of dreams shared by the three Axis powers, I suggest that it would be more fitting to speak of 'post-colonial imperialism'. This emphasizes that the key element in all three dictatorships was not to acquire conventional overseas, economic-based, and distant colonies, but rather to establish contiguous territorial and autarkic empires. One common characteristic in all three countries was a general rejection of the colonialism associated with the so-called 'Age of empire ' (1875-1914) . For its part, Japan propagandized a benevolent, pan-Asian imperialism that would create free nations in place of suppressed colonized peoples, even though this had little to do with realities on the ground. When I use the term 'post-colonial' here, I underscore a connotation far less positive than that associated today with 'post-colonial studies', because the post-colonial order which the Axis powers strove to establish was always coupled with the desire to revive imperial rule. Their efforts were directed against other empires, primarily the British, and were not in favour of those being repressed. In the world of nascent decolonization and genuine anti-colonial movements, such ideas were surely anachronistic. But for many in the 1930s they looked new, suitable for carrying imperialism over into a post-colonial world. Even if imperialism proved to be difficult to reinvent in the interwar period, the future Axis powers believed that this was what they were doing.
Italian fascism delighted in underlining the non-colonial character of its quasi-timeless imperio by distinguishing it explicitly from Anglo-Saxon imperialismo. 45 To counter proponents of colonial reallocation, some exponents of Nazi ideology emphasized that the colonial era was over, once and for all. Among them was Colin Ross, the most widely read travel writer of national socialism, who predicted a new world order based on empire-building, as was already being implemented by states such as Japan.
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Paradoxically, the Nazis turned out to be post-colonial by bringing 'home the realities of colonialism' to Europe itself. 47 The pan-European empire that they created was something the world had never seen before. The Nazi empire on European soil was, at one and the same time, the most pure and the most brutal expression and implementation of their world view. But, besides all differences, what the three powers shared during the 1930s was the idea of reinventing imperialism and bringing it nearer to home, so that the nation could be reborn and thereby survive a worldwide struggle. Still, shared dreams and utopias were not enough to bring the three powers together. A second imperial impetus -one more likely to accommodate realpolitik and geopolitical considerations -was necessary in order for this mutual interest to develop into something more. Fascist Italy provided this impetus through its conquest of Ethiopia in 1935-36, and in its proclamation of a new Roman empire. The war may have taken place in Africa but, in the context of what has been said above about post-colonial imperialism, it is important to stress that at the very heart of Fascist ambitions was not the acquisition of distant colonies but the rebirth of the great Roman Mediterranean empire. 48 At the same time, there came a decisive moment in which the regime broke with the previous colonial politics of liberal Italy. Under Fascism there was now a direct interconnection between violence exerted in the war of conquest and a simultaneous internal radicalization. The elite of the Fascist regime took part in combat operations and the approval of the regime back in Italy would never be greater than it was in the immediate aftermath of victory in Ethiopia. 49 At first, large sections of the Japanese population sympathized with the Ethiopians. 50 Pan-Asian intellectuals in particular were fiercely critical of the Italians' conduct. 51 But after the war started in the autumn of 1935, Japanese-Italian relations began to change fundamentally. Suddenly there was no more talk about an 'alliance of the coloured people'. 52 Changes first occurred on the diplomatic and political levels. 53 The media soon followed. What had previously been denounced as Western colonialism was now seen as a successful example of 'anti-Western' (mainly anti-British) imperialism. 54 Thereafter, as Japan began to enjoy an ever closer relationship with Italy, Fascist empire-building in Africa became a recurrent aspect of Japanese pro-fascist propaganda. In such propaganda, Mussolini was also often presented by the Japanese as being a type of benevolent emperor who symbolized the new approaches to imperialism that the Axis powers propagated (Figure 1) . Just as the Japanese and Italians grew closer, so too did the Germans and Italians. The Germans had welcomed the looming conflict in Ethiopia with great enthusiasm -as the episode in August 1935 described above demonstrates. Hitler used the leeway in his new foreign policy in a way that led to the breakdown of the so-called Stresa Front, which had linked Italy to France and Great Britain since April 1935. The remilitarization of the Rhineland in March 1936 was a direct consequence of this. But the German rapprochement with Italy, against the backdrop of the Abyssinian war, did not occur merely out of political calculation. There was also much genuine admiration on the part of the Germans for Italy's brutal colonial actions in Africa. The prestigious publishing house Beck, for example, translated a book in 1937 that the Italian commander-in-chief, Pietro Badoglio, had written on the war. Germany widely welcomed Badoglio's message that it was a war 'from which great lessons may be drawn for the future art of war, even in cases which do not involve a colonial war'. 55 The Italians' bloody military conduct was seen by many as a model: 'Military experience and lessons from the first modern war of destruction prosecuted on colonial soil' was the subtitle which the military expert Rudolf von Xylander chose in 1937 for his book on the war in Africa.
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In the end, the war in Ethiopia served as catalyst for the diplomatic and political convergence of the three powers. From this perspective, they came together around Italy's empire-building. This quickly developed into a trilateral affair. On the eve of the outbreak of the war in Europe, one book, entitled The Pacific age: the problems of the Far East and Italian contributions to solving them, maintained that 'the African war also laid out the general outline of Italian foreign policy', arguing that the Anti-Comintern Pact and the Rome-Berlin Axis were the immediate result of it. 57 In this sense, the geopolitical background of the Axis alliance, a product of the mid 1930s, was indeed first and foremost an imperial one, and the first phase of this convergence ended with the Anti-Comintern Pacts of 1936-37 and with each ally's reorganization of its empire. Thus, what emerged in the late 1930s was an imperial Axis. As this Axis developed, the processes of learning and adopting from one another became more and more frequent. The rhetoric of the three countries' leaders began to sound very similar. By this point, the intellectual currents of Italian fascism, German geopolitics, and Japanese pan-Asianism were heavily referencing each other, if not often coalescing. The imperial nexus also gave meaning to the alliance on an ideological level, and thereby facilitated efforts to identify common enemies, which was a decisive mechanism for the dynamics of a fascist regime. The idea of proletarian imperialism helped them redefine their fight for a new world order as a shared one. In hindsight, the anti-capitalist, non-colonial, proletarian imperialism of the Axis powers may seem absurd. However, the utopia of proletarian and post-colonial imperialism proved to be a powerful one.
The imperial Axis seen from outside
The full consequences of a looming alliance between Japan, Germany, and Italy became apparent during the 1930s, often first from a third-party perspective. 58 That the Axis was, above all, a product of dreams of imperial expansion is something that its opponents recognized early on, first and foremost the British:
The chief danger which Imperial Defence has to face at the moment is that we are in the position of having threats at both ends of the Empire from strong military Powers, i.e., Germany and Japan, while in the centre we have lost our traditional security in the Mediterranean owing to the rise of an aggressive spirit in Italy accompanied by an increase in her military strength.
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These were the words chosen by the Committee of Imperial Defence at the start of 1937 to describe the situation facing the largest empire of its time. The British cabinet used the reports of the Committee to determine defence policy, and these reports had become increasingly alarming in recent years. In late 1933, the Committee explicitly warned for the first time about a possible alliance between Germany and Japan. 60 Only the year before, the so-called Ten Year
Rule had been discarded. According to this rule, the armed forces could assume that the British Empire would not be involved in a 'Great War' in the next ten years. The rule had been introduced immediately following the First World War on the initiative of Winston Churchill and was reviewed and revalidated annually until its cancellation in 1932 in light of the 'Manchurian Incident', the Great Depression, and the rise of the NSDAP in Germany. Fears regarding potential cooperation between Japan, Italy, and Germany had already existed for some time, and not only in Britain. In April 1919, negotiations at the Paris Peace Conference stalled after the Italian delegation abruptly departed because they felt that their territorial demands were not being fulfilled, and the Japanese threatened to follow suit. At the same time, it was unclear how vanquished Germany would behave. In this situation, the US President, Woodrow Wilson, believed that a departure by the Japanese would not only cause the conference to fail but would also destroy his plans for a League of Nations. 61 Wilson was greatly worried about the situation; it was said that he slept very poorly for days during the height of the crisis. 62 His British and French colleagues were also alarmed. 63 However, at this time, the three countries were not yet even thinking about acting in any coordinated fashion. Thus, the constellation that would later be known as the Axis was initially a phantasm beginning to take shape in the minds of their future enemies. Against this backdrop, the spectre of possible cooperation among the future Axis powers struck terror in the hearts of many during the years that followed. It particularly haunted the British imperial authorities. Geopolitically, the Abyssinian War (1935) (1936) ) posed huge problems for the empire. It was also the reason why, ultimately, it did not prove possible to maintain sanctions against Italy, a decision that was sharply criticized by many, including Winston Churchill, who wrote in retrospect: 'Actually it played a part in leading to an infinitely more terrible war. Mussolini's bluff succeeded, and an important spectator drew far-reaching conclusions from the fact. … He [Hitler] now formed a view of Great Britain's degeneracy which was only to be changed too late for peace and too late for him. In Japan, also, there were pensive spectators.' 64 The British were not the only ones concerned about a possible imperial nexus between Italy, Germany, and Japan. In light of the 'Italian-Ethiopian conflict', for example, the Soviet government expected an intensification of 'Japanese activities in the Far East'. 65 It was this region of the world in particular that caused also many Americans much concern. 66 In 1937, the year the Second World War began for East Asia, the historian and journalist William Henry Chamberlin wrote: 'It becomes increasingly clear in retrospect that the seizure of Manchuria in 1931 was much more than an episode of annexation. … It was a revolution. … It was a turning point in Japanese history comparable with Mussolini's march on Rome or Hitler's accession to power.' 67 In this sense, the 'Manchurian Incident' was interpreted as the Japanese equivalent to the fascist turning points in Italy and Germany. In the second half of the decade, particularly after Japan and Germany had signed the Anti-Comintern Pact in November 1936 and Mussolini had proclaimed the Rome-Berlin Axis, the imperial nexus had become all too real for many observers abroad. In fact, in the Anti-Comintern Pact, Germany and Japan committed themselves to little more than the exchange of information as a 'mutual defence against Communist subversion'. 68 The wording of the treaty remained the same when Italy joined a year later. Thus, the purpose of the Anti-Comintern Pact has largely remained a puzzle to researchers. Why should the three powers form an alliance in order to combat the danger of a communist revolution within their countries, after such dangers had long disappeared? Research has focused on the Pact's content, often even down to its wording. 69 The long duration of negotiations and the rather unspectacular content that ultimately resulted has supported the interpretation of the Pact as a weak, bogus alliance, one that was no more than 'a symbolic gesture'. 70 However, for people at the time the actual wording was secondary. An all too literal interpretation appeared inappropriate, if not misleading, because it seemed obvious that the published agreements were camouflaging secret treaties, such as one creating a concrete military alliance. In the 1930s it was clear that the Anti-Comintern Pact was not directed primarily against domestic threats but against external ones, and therefore contained a clearly imperial dimension. 71 The Chinese, for example, interpreted the treaty as a stepping stone for Japanese expansion on the mainland. 72 There was much truth in this, since the Japanese government did indeed attempt to force the Chinese into the Anti-Comintern Pact system. From 1936 to 1939, the imperial nexus became particularly obvious in two trouble spots: Spain and China. The idea of an equivalence between those two prompted the fascist magazine Critica fascista to call Spain 'Europe's Far East' and the Far East the 'Meditteraneo nipponico'. 73 Events in southern Europe were watched in Japan, which exhibited strong pro-Nationalist leanings. The internationalization of the Spanish Civil War benefited Japan geopolitically, because it again directed the world's attention more towards Europe and less towards Asia. 74 Just as the Anti-Comintern Pact was written into the conflict with China, the Japanese also interpreted the civil war against the backdrop of the conflict in East Asia. In this context, there was often talk in Japan about a global civil war, one that would simultaneously be a conflict between fascism and communism and one between 'haves' and 'have nots'. 75 Here, ideological objectives were conjoined with geopolitical ones. The challenge that Great Britain faced in it all was that the threat by the Axis imperial nexus over the years had always been twofold. As one of their diplomats noted with concern, the idea of 'two blocs, each based on a rival ideology' was at least as unsettling as the political confrontation between 'have' and 'have not' nations. 76 Based on the Anti-Comintern Pact, the alliance system had the potential to conjoin both threats. In particular, the anti-colonial components of Axis imperialism would pose nearly intractable challenges to the British empire in the years to come. Therefore, what gave the pact global significance, dynamics, and strength was its imperial nexus.
At the same time, there were many British voices that displayed a certain measure of understanding for the colonial demands of Japan, Germany, and Italy. 77 In light of the looming war between Italy and Ethiopia, Robert Vansittart noted in mid 1935: 'Like fools we made it far worse at Versailles. What has happened in regard to Japan; what is happening in regard to Italy, and what is about to happen in regard to Germany, should surely confirm this view to anyone with political antennae. We are grossly overlanded.' 78 Three years later, in late 1938, the Munich Conference and the policy of appeasement showed again how closely trouble spots worldwide were linked by an imperial nexus. The Europe-oriented politics of appeasement were supplemented by the possibility of pursuing a policy of colonial appeasement. Thus, appeasement policies in Europe emerged from the existence of the imperial Axis, bringing impossible challenges for the British empire. 79 In other words, neither Munich nor appeasement can be understood exclusively in a European dimension. The fact that British leaders took a policy of colonial appeasement into consideration also shows how thoroughly accustomed European statesmen were to thinking in terms of colonial and imperial contexts. But, on the brink of the Second World War in Europe, the unscrupulousness with which Western politicians were willing to bargain with the territories and peoples of non-European colonies was now applied to Europe itself, as the fate of Czechoslovakia proved. This was truly the appropriate prelude to a war in which the National Socialists would ultimately 'bring home the realities of colonialism to Europe'. 80 Once the imperial ambitions of the National Socialists in Europe itself were plain to see in the wake of the occupation of what was left of Czechoslovakia in the spring of 1939, colonial appeasement was no longer an option. From this point on, Britain fell back once and for all on a political strategy that it had pursued with immense success for centuries, which in essence was to prevent the emergence of a hegemonic imperial power in continental Europe. 81 This was also the reason why the moral frontlines were not yet as distinct when the war in Europe started as they would seem after 1945. In a widely read article with the title 'Not counting niggers', George Orwell wrote in July 1939:
The unspoken clause is always 'not counting niggers'. … how can we 'fight Fascism' except by bolstering up a far vaster injustice? For of course it is vaster. What we always forget is that the overwhelming bulk of the British proletariat does not live in Britain, but in Asia and Africa. … What meaning would there be, even if it were successful, in bringing down Hitler's system in order to stabilize something that is far bigger and in its different way just as bad? 82 Thus, Britain went to war in September 1939, when the imperial Axis seemed weak, and in the belief that its empire would save the nation once again. By winning, the nation would also save its empire again. The first assumption turned out to be correct, but the second was an illusion.
Throughout the 1930s, it was primarily the British empire that felt threatened by the cooperation between the Axis powers. After the war in Europe broke out, the imperial nexus remained intact and subsequently developed into a major challenge for the United States as well. In the spring of 1941, the infamous negotiations between the United States and Japan commenced, which were meant to keep the latter out of the war. These negotiations are readily cited as evidence that Japan attempted to avoid the war up to the last minute. 83 Yet we should ask ourselves why these negotiations were so ineffective and inconclusive. It seems that the answer is relatively simple and once again directly connected to the Axis's imperial nexus. The Americans presented two fundamental demands: that Japan should pull out of China, and that it should break with the European Axis powers. These two points were directly linked in American eyes. What was decisive for the failure of the negotiations, however, was that the Japanese side apparently interpreted the situation the same way. Time and again, it is maintained that the American-Japanese negotiations must have shaken the Tripartite Pact to its roots. It is implied that Japan did not want to surrender its conquests in China, but did indeed consider leaving the Tripartite Pact, which was thus but a 'sham front'. 84 Yet there is no evidence to support the contention that the Japanese rulers ever seriously considered abandoning the alliance established in the autumn of 1940. On the contrary, in the final phase of the negotiations, in November 1941, Foreign Minister Tōgō Shigenori forbade the negotiators in Washington from offering the Americans a pull-out from the Axis.
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It was clear to the Japanese that they could not give up the alliance with the European Axis powers if they wanted to pursue their imperialistic aims in East Asia. Following a defeat of Germany in Europe, the Western powers would no longer have made any concessions to Japan's ambitions. In other words, the Japanese could not and did not want to leave their partners in mid 1941. The dismal failure of the negotiations can therefore be read as proof that the imperial nexus of the Axis was real for both sides. This shows that the impact of the alliance cannot be measured solely by the cooperation that actually occurred among its members. Instead, it must be acknowledged that, even before the global war broke out, the alliance highlighted the interdependencies in the field of global imperial competition that developed into a leitmotif for the Axis powers and their future enemies.
Starting in the mid 1930s, the world was shaken by a series of wars in Ethiopia, Spain, and China. The three wars had two things in common: they took place far from the global centres of power but, at the same time, they occurred in regions of increased colonial competition, in places where imperial ambitions collided. The 'extreme violence of the twentieth century' has been explained by 'empires in decline'. 86 But it was both imperial expansion and the decline of empires that led to war and violence. In other words, volatility in the imperial sphere turned out to destabilize the order of the world in the interwar years. The wars of the 1930s and their imperial dimensions and implications were what drew the three Axis powers together. Each side admired the others for their empire, their (often imagined) strengths, and their future potential. Each recognized their own imperial ambitions in those of the others and valued the challenge these posed to the established order, because such a challenge presented possibilities for action in their own border regions. This was particularly true for Germany, whose territorial expansion came comparatively late. The Germans studied and duly acknowledged the head start that Italy and Japan enjoyed. For example, in August 1940, the editors of Zeitschrift für Geopolitik published an article written by an Italian on the 'Fascist system of settlement in Africa', commenting that this concerned issues 'which will become pressing ones, with the impending colonial activities of the Reich'.
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The imperial nexus of the Axis during the Second World War
When the European war started in 1939, the three countries had still not entered into any formal military alliance. For this, a third and final imperial impetus was needed, which this time was provided by Germany. German empire-building might have started late, but it was then implemented at breath-taking speed: one year after the Anschluss of Austria, the Reich already included much of Czechoslovakia. A year later, by the summer of 1940, parts of Poland and large swathes of western and northern Europe had been added. Parts of southeastern and eastern Europe followed. Three years after the signing of the Munich agreement, around half of Europe's peoples lived in what was now Hitler's empire.
It was this third imperial impetus, coming from the German side, which first ensured the survival of the imperial Axis, and then eventually enabled it to become a war alliance. In this sense, the expansion that turned a European and an Asian war into a global one can only be understood in the context of the imperial nexus. After the shocking consequences that the Hitler-Stalin Pact of August 1939 had for Japan, it was the resounding success of the Germans in Poland and then in northern Europe (Denmark and Norway) that temporarily assured the continued survival of the Axis alliance.
Finally, the fall of France in June 1940 changed the geopolitical situation globally once and for all. Spellbound by the implications of the German conquest, the Japanese elite began to think about the colonial inheritance being left behind by the Dutch, the French, and, in what seemed a foreseeable time, the British. This helped outline their expansionist plans in greater detail, because now the door to Southeast Asia stood wide open. Decision-making processes in Japan focused again on strengthening the Axis. 88 In light of the successes of Germany's Blitzkrieg, both the media and the public at large expressed very enthusiastic pro-German sentiments, which in turn may have enticed hesitant politicians and naval officers to finally support an Axis-friendly policy. 89 In the end, it was the prospect of acquiring the 90 At the same time, exhilarated by German successes, the Japanese prime minister, Konoe Fumimaro, announced the end of the old world order and the beginning of a new one. Japan's new policy was broadly influenced by the Nazis' plans for a new European order, just as, some years earlier, Japan's plans for an East Asian empire had influenced her European partners. 91 Thus, in mid 1940 the imperial nexus crystallized once again.
If one looks at the Tripartite Pact itself, the imperial dimensions of the Axis project are plain to see. In the regional context, the alliance based on the Tripartite Pact and the Anti-Comintern Pacts described the imperial setting of each region by including smaller partners such as Manchukuo, the Reorganized National Government of the Republic of China, or Spain. After the German onslaught began on the Soviet Union in mid 1941, Romania, Denmark, Finland, Croatia, Slovakia, and Bulgaria soon joined the renewed Anti-Comintern Pact as well. Seen in this light, these pacts were 'nothing less than the international diplomatic expression of Carl Schmitt's Großraum concept'. 92 For a brief moment during 1942, the Axis empires seemed to be very close to the realization of their New World Order. By then, after ten years of significant and seemingly almost effortless territorial expansion, Germany and Japan had indeed become imperial superpowers. At the height of its expansion, Hitler's empire consisted of land masses larger than the United States, 'more densely populated and more economically productive than anywhere else in the world'. 93 At the same time, the Nazi empire was producing twice as much steel as the United Kingdom and the Soviet Union put together. 94 The newly created German empire in eastern Europe may have brought nothing but destruction and annihilation to its inhabitants, but for the Axis powers it looked as if this conquest would eliminate once and for all any shortages of raw materials and labour in Europe. In terms of its geographical stretch and its population, the Japanese empire surpassed even the German Reich. At the beginning of 1942, the Japanese government quickly took steps to consolidate the newly conquered territories in Southeast Asia by integrating them into the 'Co-Prosperity Sphere'. Japanese rule now extended from Manchuria to Singapore. Wendell Willkie, the defeated Republican presidential candidate of 1940 warned: Japan's dreams have at last taken on reality to our eyes, for we have seen the Japanese conquer a great part of the empire they planned. … If all this [the fall of China and India] were to come about, we should witness the creation, not merely of a great empire, but of perhaps the biggest empire in history; an empire composed of about a billion people living on approximately fifteen million square miles of land; an empire occupying one mutual interest in fascism and the discovery of common geopolitical goals. In the mid 1930s, Italy's war in Ethiopia prepared the way for a political convergence that served as the imperial background for the subsequent Anti-Comintern Pacts. Thereafter, it was the genesis of a German empire on European soil that laid the foundations for the military alliance. Thus, the three powers appear to have found each other and to have come together within an imperial nexus. The Axis powers may have acted as nation-states, but they did so in an imperial context, in a world largely divided up between competing imperialisms. This was what gave them tremendous political bargaining power and explains why they were feared by their future enemies.
Nor should we judge the Axis solely from the last few years of the war. The road leading to the Second World War was a long and winding one, and the globality of the imperial nexus is central to understanding this. Most histories of the war are focused on the years 1939-45, including the few dedicated to depicting global history.
111 They have therefore evaluated the quality of the Axis alliance against the backdrop of military, political, and economic cooperation during this period. By focusing on the imperial nexus, this article has shown that there were other dimensions of interaction, exchange, and mutual influence, beyond the conventional bi-national model. Considered from the standpoint of an imperial nexus, the familiar reading of the Axis and the war shifts. First of all, Japan and Italy play more important roles, while the primacy of Germany is relativized. Second, the chronologies change in relation to the genesis of the Axis and thus the origins of the Second World War. These origins are more strongly associated with non-European world regions and colonial 'peripheries', particularly with China and Ethiopia. Third, the issue of ideological similarities, and thus fascism, once again becomes crucial. Finally, the Axis appears far more diverse, and also stronger, than previously understood.
The imperial nexus of the Axis was quickly forgotten after 1945 in the context of the Cold War and decolonization, when it became necessary to reintegrate (West) Germany, Japan, and Italy as nation-states within the Western bloc. Little room was left for an imperial history of the first half of the twentieth century, for the history of the Axis per se, or for a global comparative history of fascism in general. This lack of interest in the imperial nexus was evident on all sides. First, the former colonized peoples saw the decolonization process primarily in the context of national liberation wars, which made it seem less opportune to emphasize the imperial nexus of the Second World War. Second, the defeated nations eagerly forgot their imperial and colonial past. the Second World War got lost twice within ten years, both in reality and in the minds of the actors who participated in the war.
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